Abstract
After a re-engineering exercise conducted in 2002, 16 district youth outreaching social work service teams were reformed to deliver the service in 16 prioritised communities in Hong Kong. A previous study ascertained the effectiveness of this service, but the public has generally taken that for granted without really understanding which of its elements had a positive therapeutic effect on youth-at-risk. This study investigates the therapeutic elements of the service with identified four essential elements such as (1) building of mutual trust, (2) social worker as a model, (3) encouragement of participation in the helping process and (4) allowing learning through trial and error.
Keywords
• effective intervention, • youth-at-risk, • outreach youth service There are several indigenous welfare services in Hong Kong aimed at those who are regarded as 'at risk' (Lee, 200912. Lee, F. W. L. 2009 . Initiatives with Youth-at-Risk in Hong Kong , Caring for Youth Series Hong Kong : CityU Press.
View all references), with youth outreach (OR) service considered the most representative. In the wake of a drastic increase in the juvenile crime rate in the 1970s, and in line with the recommendations of a study commissioned by the government (Ng et al., 197523. Ng, A. M. C., Lau, T. S., Lu, A., Tsoi, R. and Wong, K. H. 1975 View all references), outreaching social work (OSW) service for at-risk youth, primarily members of street gangs, was formally launched in September 1979. With reference to the youth crime rate, youth population and community population density, 18 priority areas were selected as the service communities of 18 OSW teams run by different non-governmental organisations (NGOs).
OSW service in Hong Kong
Jump to section • The OSW involves a systematic helping process in which professionally trained social workers reach out to and establish contact and a relationship with the target young people, i.e. youth-atrisk (YAR), who are unattached to conventional social systems (e.g. family and school) and thus vulnerable to some 'undesirable' influences (e.g. from peers and triads), in places they are known to frequent (e.g. street corners, playgrounds, fast food restaurants, billiard rooms, video game centres and 24-h convenience shops). The initial service objectives were to identify the problems (personal, social, behavioural and emotional) that these young people may experience, to enhance their level of social functioning, and 'to provide counselling, guidance and other forms of service to help them overcome their problems, develop their potential and become socially re-integrated' (Social Welfare Department, 199926. Social Welfare Department. 1999 View all references) had further simplified the work with clients of the OSW service into three stages: the engagement, helping and termination stages. OSW workers have usually known clients in the engagement stage only for a rather short period of time (generally no more than 3 months). At this stage, the workers consciously try to establish a more trusting relationship and build rapport with clients to engage them in the helping stage. Thus, in the helping stage, clients generally trust their OSW workers, who have helped them to verbalise their problems, encouraged and supported them in facing/handling their problems in a positive way through different appropriate strategies. The effectiveness of the intervention at this stage may be seen in 2-3 years (Lee, 199710. Lee, F. W. L. 1997 . Working with Natural Groups of Youth-at-Risk , Hong Kong : Department of Social Work, CUHK.
View all references). The final stage of work with these clients is the termination stage at which they are usually able to deal with their problems successfully. Workers' major focus is now on helping clients to evaluate and consolidate their learning from the helping process in the hope that they can transfer it to other contexts in future (Lee & Cham, 200215 (Dryfoos, 1998) . In fact, this measure of YAR is quite behavioural in nature, i.e. it depends on the exhibition of some types of socially unacceptable behaviour to allow a designation of 'at risk'. Of course, cultural differences do exist here. It is well known that YAR groups are formed naturally in the environment (e.g. amongst peers, neighbours, schoolmates and gangs such as the triads). They are not purposely 'formed', and thus they exist well before the intervention of detached youth workers (Lee, n.d14 View all references), an experienced detached youth worker in Hong Kong, identified four types of indigenous youth groups/gangs of YAR: groups/gangs on public housing estates, groups/gangs in schools, groups/gangs in commercial complexes and groups/gangs on pitches and playgrounds. Lee et al. (199616. Lee, F. W. L., Lo, T. W. and Wong, D. S. W. 1996 . Intervention in the Decision-Making of Youth Gangs. Groupwork , 9(3): 292-302.
[CSA] View all references) identified the three-layer structure of youth gangs (groups of YAR): the fringe (followers), the outer circle (old and new members) and the inner circle [leader(s)/core members]. It is believed that, depending on the social realities they are exposed to, some young people are at greater risk than others (Lee, 19949. Lee, F. W. L. 1994 View all references). All of us faced a variety of problems during adolescence. The main reason that the majority of us was not designated 'problem youth' is that we had the resources or training to handle the risks we faced rationally and through some socially acceptable means.
Definition of 'at-risk'
Jump to section et al. (1998) define 'at risk' as [a] set of presumed cause-and-effect dynamics that place the child or adolescent in danger of negative future events … a situation that is not necessarily current but that can be anticipated in the absence of intervention. (p. 7) It can thus be postulated that early intervention (i.e. intervention before a problem occurs) is very important. These authors also suggested an 'at-risk continuum', with each category in the continuum having a different degree of risk that runs from low to high: from 'minimum risk' to 'remote risk', 'high risk', 'imminent risk' and, finally, the 'at-risk category activity' (see Figure 1 ; McWhirter et al., 1998) . Figure 1 At-risk Continuum.
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They suggested that young people with favourable social backgrounds (e.g. those from families with a high socio-economic status, those who attend good schools and those who have a loving and caring relationship with their family and friends) are assumed to be at 'minimal risk' of future trouble. Young people with more unfavourable demographic characteristics (e.g. those whose families are of a low socio-economic status and members of minority groups) are positioned in the 'remote risk' category. High-risk youth are those from unfavourable social backgrounds who also have dysfunctional families, go to poor schools and have negative attitudes, emotions and behaviour, as well as deficient social skills and coping behaviour. Young people in the 'imminent risk' category share the same characteristics as high-risk youth but, in addition, exhibit more gateway behaviour and activities (e.g. aggression and alcoholism). Young people belonging to the 'at-risk category' have all of the characteristics of those in the previous three categories, but have further engaged in what can be regarded as delinquent behaviour, such as dropping out of school and abusing substances (McWhirter et al., 1998, chap. 1) . Although we do not know the exact figures of those young people who belong to the 'high-risk' and 'at-risk' categories in Hong Kong and believe them to be a minority, their 'at-risk' behaviour raises considerable public concern and deserves our attention. View all references). Early intervention to the identified YAR has also been promoted (Dryfoos, 19986. Dryfoos, J. G. 1998 View all references). 'One-on-one attention', 'developmentally appropriate', 'empowerment', 'reaching across generation', 'educational achievement', 'school-based social skills training', 'group counselling', 'community service', 'community outreach', 'cultural responsiveness', 'community policing', 'multiagency multicomponent', and 'intensive and long-term involvement' (Dryfoos, 19986. Dryfoos, J. G. 1998 . Safe Passage: Making It through Adolescence in a Risky Society , Oxford : Oxford University Press.
Theories on working with YAR
View all references) have also been suggested as effective intervention concepts to consider. As a concluding remark of this section, it depends on the contexts that the YAR are exposed to that determines the employment of different conceptual frameworks to work with them. View all references, p. 6); thus, observing and understanding the dynamics of the communities to be served and finding the target groups are important before the actual intervention work is carried out.
Elements of effective intervention with YAR

Understanding the culture (subculture) of YAR groups
Because at-risk youth differ from other young people, they usually form a special group culture/sub-culture. Social workers emphasise that an understanding of the cultures/sub-cultures of the YAR groups is crucial for effective intervention (Lee, 19949 
Relationship/mutual trust building
Almost all social workers admit that relationship/mutual trust building is the most crucial factor in effective interventions (Lee, 200511 View all references, p. 6), social workers need to work with them in their natural living environment. They thus need to build mutual trust and a relationship with them, and engage in dialogue. Although this work is time-consuming, building a trusting relationship with the YAR groups will allow social workers to provide effective intervention later on (Lee et al., 199616 View all references). Many types of programmes can be used to assist workers in knowing and understanding the target groups in greater depth, such as band-training, football matches, hip-hop dancing, rock climbing, beauty courses, adventure voyages and war games (Lee, 200511 
Working with individuals in groups
After building a stable relationship with the entire group, the social worker may employ an individual or casework approach to help certain youth (Chan, 20094. Chan View all references). Here, it should be emphasised that this individual casework should be undertaken in the context of the group. A majority of social workers interviewed reported that the most effective length of time for such an approach is from 1 to 2 years (Lee, 199710 
Quality of social workers
Last but not the least, the quality of a social worker is also essential to the effectiveness of intervention work in OSW, particularly in terms of three aspects: knowledge, skills and personality (Lee, 200511 View all references, p. 19) to facilitate the intervention work. Second, working methods/skills are also important. If an OSW worker lacks such skills, then he/she may find it difficult to build a good relationship with the target group or to grasp useful information about the group's members. Thus, equipping oneself with different working skills can ensure the effectiveness of intervention (Lee, View all references) led to a significant amount of resources, money and manpower, being invested in the programmes to address the issue of YAR. Later, both the government and the public grew more cautious, and there was increasing pressure to provide evidence of the effectiveness of YAR services to justify the allocation of limited resources. Against this backdrop, the OSW service, as a subvented youth programme for YAR, undertook its first evaluation in mid-1980s (Cheng, 20055. Cheng View all references) of the Chinese University of Hong Kong were commissioned by the government to conduct a service evaluation of the OSW, the only official evaluation study of the service todate. Its main objective was to evaluate the overall effectiveness of the OSW programme. For reasons of practicality, a multiple time series design was chosen, with the significance of the changes between a control group and an experimental group compared. The experimental group consisted of clients served by the then 18 OSW teams at that time and the control group comprised young people with similar demographic characteristics, but who had not received the intervention of OSW workers (Cheng, 20055. Cheng, H. C. H. 2005 . "Effectiveness of services to youth-at-risk: the case of outreaching social work". In Working with Youth-at-Risk in Hong Kong , Edited by: Lee, F. W. L. 87-98. Hong Kong : HKU Press.
View all references). The evaluation report contains the following statements. The effectiveness of out-reaching social work is measured by the successfulness of problem solution for the youths at risk. Results of data analysis on information gathered from the major instrument (Clientele Information System -CIS) show that out-reaching service has some effects in reducing youths' behavioural problems such as 'gambling', 'anti-social', 'association with undesirable peers' and 'poor family relationship'. Out-reaching social workers are able to help clients develop their social skills, choose their career and constructively use their leisure time.
Insufficient evidences are found on the effectiveness of out-reaching social work in the problems of drug, sex and truancy. The overall results of out-reaching social work, in comparison with the non-treatment for youths in the control group, is significantly effective as suggested by the regression analysis… Based on the information gathered and analysis made it is confirmed that youths in the out-reaching programme were, in general, curbed from further deterioration in their behaviour problems. Out-reaching social work programme was able to help youths reduce their gambling habits and anti-social behaviour. The out-reaching social workers were also quite successful in helping youths to disassociate with undesirable peers and provided them with opportunities for constructive leisure activities. Through which, youths were able to develop their social skills. They also were found having better relationship with their family and becoming more serious with their career choice and working attitudes. However, out-reaching social work service has not been very successful in dealing with the problems of drug, sex and truancy for this group of youth. (Ng & Man, 198522. Ng, A and Man, P. 1985 View all references, p. 219) It is clear that this, which was commissioned in the 1980s, confirmed the effectiveness of the OSW with YAR in certain aspects. It is rather unfortunate that since this early study, no other official study has been carried out to measure the effectiveness of the programme.
Research design
Jump to section
• OSW service in Hong Kong Research objective. The objective of this study was to identify the main effective therapeutic elements of the OSW service. Target population. OSW workers and their clients were the targets of this study. Research method. In-depth individual interviews with sampled workers and clients for the purpose of data collection were conducted with the help of two interview schedules (Appendices I and II) by a Research Assistant who possesses a Master in Criminology. All interviews of sampled workers and clients took place in the offices (interviewing rooms) of the teams. Of the 16 YOTs, one quarter (four teams) were sampled randomly for this study. In each sampled team, two experienced social workers (who had been in the service for 3 or more years) and four clients who had received successful intervention (it was assumed that if they were more 'successful' cases, they would have more to say) and were at the termination stage (whose cases would be closed within 6 months) were also sampled randomly for in-depth individual interviews. Thus, a total of eight OSW workers (W1-W8) and 16 OSW clients with successful intervention and were at the termination stage (C01-C16) were interviewed. Confidentiality was assured, and thus the names of the sampled YOTs, OSW workers and clients are not disclosed here. The purpose of the interviews was explained to all interviewees who were requested to sign consent forms of the interviews which were recorded. The verbatim of the interviewees were written down immediately after the interviews for analyses. Ethics approval. The ethics approval of the study was obtained from the concerned Committee of the University. Data collection instrument. Two sets of interview schedules (Appendices I and II) were developed for guiding the interviews. Data analysis. Thematic analysis was used for the data analysis. 
Research findings and analysis
OSW workers
Four male and four female OR workers were interviewed. Their ages were between 25 and 40 years. The highest academic qualifications they had achieved in social work were higher diploma (one person), associate degree (three persons), undergraduate degree (two persons) and master degree (two persons). Their OSW service duration was between 4 and 16 years (see Table 1 ). Analysis of the interview data led to the following discovery. There are four crucial elements that appeared frequently in clients' and workers' responses, identified in effective therapeutic intervention for YAR: (1) the building of mutual trust, (2) the social worker as model, (3) the encouragement of participation in the helping process and (4) allowing learning through trial and error.
Building of mutual trust
The following are representative quotes from the interviews with the OSW workers that indicate the importance of mutual trust building: View all references) has reminded us of the importance of using the emotional experiences of adolescents to assist them. Lee and Cham (200215. Lee, F 
Encouragement of participation in the helping process
Allowing learning through trial and error
The last, but not the least, factor that the OSW interviewees regularly mentioned as essential for effective therapeutic intervention with YAR clients is 'allowing clients to learn through trial and error'. The followings are representative quotes. 
OSW clients
There were 10 males and 6 females amongst the clients interviewed for this study. Their ages were between 13 and 21 years, and all were in the termination stage of intervention. The problems that they faced at the beginning of the intervention varied with problems pertaining to the emotion (boy-girl relationship), undesirable peers' influence, triads (joining/quitting), gambling (indulgence), substance abuse and family (quarrels with members) (see Table 2 ). 
